The Merrimack River

Rivers powered New
England’s early industrial
cities. The Merrimack was one
of the most important
waterpower sources. It gave
rise to Lowell's great textile
mills. Yet for many along the
Merrimack, the river provided
more than just waterpower.

The Early Merrimack: the
Pennacook Confederacy
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The Dawn of Industry
The colonists and their

Pennacook Indians were this area’'s descendants used the river for

firstrecorded inhabitants. Each
spring, tribes met at the Pawtucket
Falls onthe banks of the
Merrimackto fish during the day
and conduct business at night.
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Marriages and trade agreements
between tribes strengthened the
confederacy. Atthe close ofthe
fish runs, tribes moved upriverto
plantand harvestcrops. Inthe
17th century, smallpox, war, and
English settlement devastated the
Pennacooks. Many died, while

fishing and for transportation.
Merchants from Newburyport built
the Pawtucket Canal (1796)to
bring timber products around the
Pawtucket Falls. Boston traders
builtthe Middlesex Canal (1803)
to ship goods to and from Boston.

In 1814, a group of Boston
merchants financed the country's
first"integrated," water-powered
textile mill. Located onthe

Charles Riverin Waltham, this mill
housed allthe machinery needed to
turn raw cotton into finished cloth.
In 1823, wishing to expand
production, the Boston group
begantextile operationsin East
Chelmsford, using the 32-foot
Pawtucket Falls. Theyfounded
ten textile companiesinthe town
they renamed Lowell. Forthe next
30years, the city led the nationin
cottontextile production.

Harnessing the River

others moved north to Canada. By The gianttextile companies viewed

1725, land once home to the
Pennacooks was absorbed by the
town of Chelmsford. Away oflife
was gone forever.
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production. The amount of water
reaching amillwas artificially
controlled to maximize output.
Engineers controlled the water in
the canals by building small,
covered dams with gates that
could be raised or lowered to
release more or less water.

Large dams ontheriver itselfwere
another part of the system. Dams
helped millowners obtain a steady
water supply by holding back
water overnight. Lowell’sdam,
built justabove the falls, turned the
river into an 18-mile-long mill

pond. Other dams were builtin
Lawrence, Manchester, and
elsewhere along the Merrimack.

Control ofthe Merrimack’s
sources in New Hampshire was
also crucial tothe water delivery
system. The Lowelland Lawrence
mills joined forces inthe 1840s to
buy rights to the waters of Lake
Winnipesaukee, Newfound Lake,
and Squam Lake.
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Environmental Costs Water Act of 1972 mandated Activistgroups allege that poor

The growth of Lowell and other waste treatment plants and monitoring allows violation of toxics
industrial cities on the Merrimack regulation of toxic discharges. regulations. Recovering fish species
dramatically changedtheriver's Progress has sometimes been must still be stocked. Aging treatment
ecosystem. One of the most noted slow: Manchester, New plants need updating. Riverside
changeswas the disappearance of Hampshire, stopped regularly vegetation buffers are often lacking.
fish. dumping raw sewage onlyin1992. And, asin many other waterways,

mercury is found in the Merrimack.
Salmon, shad and Alewives were The Anadromous Fish Conser-

formerly abundant here . . . until vation Act of 1965 led to a joint The most stubborn problem nowis
the dam, . . . and the factories at state-federal efforttorestore Combined Sewage Overflows

Lowell, put an end to their migratory Merrimack fishsuchas  (CSOs). Normally, sewage treatment
migrations hitherward. . . . salmonand shad. Salmonare plants treat both runoff and sewage.
Perchance, after a few taken from Lawrence to Nashuato However, heavyrains can cause such
thousands of years, if the fishes spawninahatcheryandarelater anexcess of water that some waste
will be patient, and pass their released backintotheriver. Both goesintotheriveruntreated,
summers elsewhere . . . nature  wildand domestic salmon are periodically lowering water quality.

will have levelled . . . the Lowell  stocked atvarious life-cycle
factories, and the Grass-ground stages. The goalisto get 3,000
River [will] run clear again. salmon beyond Manchester. (The
Henry David ThoreauA Week on the historic salmon population was
Concord and Merrimack Rivers, 1849. 301000)- Shad are brought from
Lawrence andreleased above
Inaddition to buildingdams, textile  Lowellto continue their journey.
makers dumped wastes into the Fishladders and elevators facilitate
river. The canals of Lowell were the migration of these fish. Other
especially loaded with trash and Merrimack fishinclude alewives,
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dyes, making the water unfitfor herring, and eels. Pathway n the soh bank of the rivr
drinking.

A Vital Resource Despite such problems, theriveris
Populationgrowthalso contributed  The Merrimack still supplies power  fine for boating. Also, Lowell
to the pollution of the water viasix hydroelectric dams onthe rivereopened its river beach in 1996,
supply. Bythe 1870s, human and almost 100 small power projectsproviding the state's only official river
waste and run-off had Hydropoweris generatedin Lowell swimming east of Worcester. River
contaminated Lowell'swells, so by a plant on the Northern Canal andish are often suitable for eating, within
the city began using filtered river by turbines informer mills. state guidelines.

water. Meanwhile, city sewage

systems dumpedwastes directly  The Merrimackisalsothesecond THINGS TO DO
intothe Merrimack. Inthe 1920s,  largestsurface drinking water source

12 million gallons of Lowell inNew England. Itserves atotal of Waterpower: See a turn-of-the-
sewage entered the river each day. 300,000 people through four water century turbine that powered looms
Sometimes diseasestraveled treatment plants. atthe Suffolk Mill. Askaranger
downstream from one river city to about tour offerings. Or, walk to the
another. The Future of the Merrimack Lower Locks area and view a
Theriverisstill afflicted with pollution  reconstructed gatehouse and the
Corrective Actions problems. Salt, grease, trash,and originallock chambers, dam, and

Sincethe 1970s, theriver'shealth  pesticides run offintotheriverfrom  sjuiceway.
has beenimproving, inpartdueto citiesand suburbs alike.
activismand legislation. The Clean Riveraccess: Visitthe newly

opened Riverwalk. It follows the bank
ofthe Merrimack from Boott Mills to
LeLacheur Park, passing the Tsongas
Arenaand other sites along the way.

Some driving and/or walking is
necessary to reach other parts of the
river. Ask aranger for directionsto
Pawtucket Falls, the Lowell Beach, or
Lowell Heritage State Park’s walking
trailonthe Vandenberg Esplanade.
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